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Article 5

B eyond H og H eaven
by Pamela Rodgers

half-eaten sandwich he’s devouring. It looks like
the layers in an archeological dig. He takes a bite
and remembers how back in Janes office he had
begun to cough. In the middle of a hack that had
almost stopped his breathing, Wendell’d heard
Jane raise her voice, “I’m afraid this charade is over,

A slab o f cheddar,

4 slices of bread,
a pound of boiled ham,
a layer of cream cheese,
a pile of lettuce,
four slices of tomato,
a glob of mustard,
an even larger glob of mayo,
and some pickle slices—not exactly a juicy
steak, but it is a well-stacked sandwich, the kind

Mr. Smith.”
Wendell takes another bite of the giant sand
wich—ham, tomato, mayonnaise. He feels him
self relax.
Three days ago Wendell’d lost his job at the
bank. Jane had said it was because she was tired of
seeing him take an extra five minutes at lunch time
to return to his desk.

There were some other

things, too.
Well, maybe the Fig Newton she’d found

Wendell Smith loves to eat. Since the Jane
Garfield incident a few days ago, he’s managed to

smashed in between a couple of file folders, and

eat five sandwiches like this. Wendell enjoys the

papers, well, those might have been a little messy.

big snacks, but often while he’s eating them, he
thinks about eating a big steak instead—his

But the accident he’d had with the copy machine

favorite food. He leans to take a bite of the sand
wich and feels his belly push against the edge of the
glass table top. As Wendell chews, he tries to for
get the look of over-concern Jane Garfield had
given him three days ago when he’d stood in her
office. He tries to forget those dark half-moons
under Jane’s eyes, her helmet-like hair cut, and
how the downtown river front view in Jane’s office
had been spoiled by the haze from her cigarettes.
It had been hard to keep from coughing. When
the bank had turned non-smoking a few years
before, Jane had ignored the policy. It was her
right to smoke, she’d said. No one had argued.
Everyone had broken the rules now and then.
Everyone. Wendell notices the side view of the
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maybe the jelly stains on the Goodman loan

must have been it. Wendell remembers how he’d
accidentally tipped over a salad he’d been eating
into the guts of the copy machine. The paper had
jammed and...well, pretty messy. The copier
repairman had said that most of the parts in the
machine would have to be replaced, because
Thousand Island didn’t clean off so good, especial
ly after it’d gotten baked on by the motor like this
stuff had.
Wendell couldn’t help it, he loved food, he’d
told Jane so. “You love to chain smoke, and I love
to eat.” Jane’d gritted her teeth, “Clean the candy
bars out of your desk; you’re fired!” Wendell’d told
her they were just empty wrappers.
After he pops the last chunk of the sandwich
into his mouth, he remembers he needs to give the

lawyer, Ronald Trapp, a call. Wendell’d picked the

The day he’d graduated, Wendell’d whooped

guy because he’d seen him advertising FREE

excitedly as he’d run out of the gymnasium with his

CONSULTATION on TV. Trapp had a sculpture

facsimile diploma raised high in one hand, his cap

of a 3 foot-tall Spanish bull in his office made out

in the other. His mother and father had stared

of a bunch of little multi-colored plastic toys.

speechless as they’d watched him rush past them

Wendell couldn’t wait to pit this guy Ronald

out onto the wide lawn of the school and collapse

against Jane Garfield.

in an exhausted heap of extra-large gown.

For

At his free consultation, Wendell’d told the

Wendell, high school had been one of life’s crudest

lawyer, “This is a solid case of prejudice against

experiences, or so he’d thought at the time. Before

chain eaters.’’ Jane could smoke, chain smoke at

he’d graduated, Wendell’d arranged to start work

work, but he couldn’t eat at work, and that wasn’t

ing at the bank—unaware that the Jane Garfield

fair. He was going to sue the bank into rehiring
him.

experience would be just ahead.
Deciding to look for another lawyer, Wendell

But when Ronald gets on the phone, the

finds a name in the yellow pages and dials. After

lawyer’s voice is strained. He speaks slowly, care

Wendell has waited a long time on hold, a voice

fully, “I’m sorry, Mr. Smith, very sorry, but you

finally reaches him with an apology. “Mr. Logan
will return your call.”

simply don’t have a case against First National.”
“What do you mean!” Wendell says, “After all,

Wendell hangs up and makes his way back to

these people down at that bank, they’re prejudiced,

the refrigerator.

anyone can see that. I want to take’em to court!”

pulling out left-overs and setting them on the

“Well, eating disorders Mr. Smith, I’m sorry,

table: part of a cake, a bowl of peaches, something

but this type of suit just isn’t my forte. I’m afraid
I’m going to have to bow out this time.”

wrapped in tinfoil, a pink Tupperware container of

Wendell is holding the receiver, wondering
what to say next, when Ronald issues the final stab.
“Mr. Smith, I do wish you luck, and if you ever
need a lawyer—some time in the future per
haps....” The lawyer’s voice changes to sound like
it had on the commercial, “You just keep me in
mind.”
Wendell hangs up. “Sure,” he says out loud to
himself. Something in the lawyer’s tone had
reminded Wendell of high school, of being teased
and tortured, and blamed for everything from the
smell in the locker room to the flat tire on the
school bus.

He opens the door and starts

spaghetti sauce, a half-empty plastic liter of Diet
Pepsi, and the rest of a loaf of Roman Meal bread.
He dips a piece of bread into the spaghetti
sauce. Some of the red sauce drips. It stains the
tee-shirt he’s wearing, but he keeps eating.
Ignoring it. He’s thinking.
Thinking, as he takes a sip of Diet Pepsi, then
grabs the peaches. Thinking, that the name, Cling
peaches, doesn’t make sense for the most part—
they don’t really cling to anything. And,— Black
Forest? He looks carefully at the cherries, the
cream frosting, the moist, melt-in-your-mouth
chocolate cake. After the cake, he begins to
unwrap the tinfoil surprise.
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It’s 4 chicken legs. He takes a big bite from

speaks slowly into a microphone. Wendell closes

one of the legs. It tastes...well, his favorite food is

his eyes, the rumble of digestion relaxes him, relax

steak, like the one pictured on the billboard going

es him, to sleep.
*

*

*

*

into town. Every time he thinks about steak, he
imagines that picture, the dark grill lines, the

Next? A World War II pin-up blond in a

His mouth waters as he thinks

bathing suit poses with him in a “before’ picture.

about the tender, juicy meat. He’d seen the same

The steak? It’s steaming in front of Wendell on a

billboard everyday on his way to work:

special, giant-sized platter. The steak is two inch

steam swirling.

FREE 76 oz Steak!

es thick and it covers almost the entire top of the

IF EATEN IN AN HOUR

small table. An oversized checkered table cloth is

AT

tied around his neck and he poses, smiling, his fork

The BIG RANCHER

in one hand, an immense serrated knife in the

40 Minutes Ahead
He takes another bite of chicken leg and pre

other.
The steak is delicious! He eats, but just as he

tends it’s steak, but it just isn’t as satisfying. He

polishes off the last morsel he smells cigarettes.

hasn’t eaten at the Big Rancher, but before he’d lost

Then he hears a noise. Laughter. His eyes flutter

his job at the bank, Wendell’d been able to have a

open. Laughter...from the TV.

big steak anytime he’d wanted.
As he gnaws one of the chicken bones down to

It’s late afternoon. There are shadows on the
carpet by the window. On TV, Granny is stirring

the cartilage, he considers the size of a 76 ounce
steak. Wendell remembers what he’d heard Jess

a giant black cauldron next to the cement pond.

Clayton say one time. Jess was one of the guys

Wendell switches channels—a burger ad.

who worked in accounting and knew how to fig

stomach growls. He forgets he’s waiting for the

ure numbers real fast in his head. Wendell remem

lawyer’s phone call, turns the TV off and grabs his

bers discussing the big steak with Jess at the bank’s

car keys.

cafeteria. Jess had commented that, “76 ounces
would be a little over 4 and a half pounds of
meat—if it didn’t include a bone that is. And you
pay big if you can’t eat all that, right?”
“Yeah, I guess.” Wendell had said.
“I think I’d get sick,” Jess had commented.
“And, what if they give you extra stuff on the side
to fill you up^you know, like salad, and french
fries?”
Wendell tosses the remains of the crumpled
tinfoil and chicken bones into the garbage. He
goes to the couch and punches the remote. Oprah
32
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Ellie Mae asks, “What’s ya cooking Granny?”
His

The plan, is to take a drive around town to get
out of the apartment for a while, but something
makes Wendell pull onto the interstate. Within
minutes he’s driving past the giant steak on the Big
Rancher billboard. He goes past signs for
McDonald’s, Pizza Hut, Wendy’s, Hog Heaven.
The sun is in his eyes and even the sun visor all the
way down doesn’t help. He tightens his grip on the
steering wheel, and his stomach gurgles as he bar
rels down the highway.
Minutes later, Wendell’s car pulls into the Big
Rancher’s parking lot. An old man wearing a two-

tone western shirt with a bolo tie greets Wendell at
the door. Next to the doorway is a picture of the
giant steak. In small lettering the sign reads:
- Please Note If you cannot eat
in an hour,
you will be charged
- $45.00 The man grins as he asks Wendell where he’d
like to sit, “...in the Pond Room—that’s where the
bar is, or the Pasture Room—that’s family dining.”
Wendell remembers what Jess from the bank had
said about having to pay if you couldn’t eat it all.
The host explains how the Big Rancher Special
works. “If you can eat it all in an hour,” the man
says, showing Wendell the sign above their heads,
“you can have it for free, and if you can’t....’’
Wendell decides he’d better interrupt.
“Look,” Wendell says, smiling, watching the
man’s eyes as they turn from a gleam to a glare.
“I’m not here to eat, see.” Wendell clears his
throat, considering that at this point there are no
other options. “I mean, I’m here to apply for a
job, his voice cracks slightly, “I’m a cook.”
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